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On June 2, Democrats on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, citing fear of a stepped-up
arms race in Central America, prevailed in a 10-9 vote to recommend the rejection of the Reagan
administration's proposal to sell 12 F-5 jet fighter to Honduras. The administration has argued
that Honduras needs the warplanes to replace its aging force of 13 1950's-vintage French Super
Mystere fighters. Sen. Christopher J. Dodd (D- Conn.), sponsor of the resolution, said the F-5's
would "ratchet up the level of sophistication" of the Honduran forces and encourage Nicaragua to
seek Soviet jet fighters. "I'm opposed to this sale," he said. "I'm not opposed to the sale of all aircraft
to Honduras." Mentioning conversations with Salvadoran and Guatemalan officials he declined to
identify, Dodd predicted those nations would also seek advanced jets from the US. That contention
provoked a heated exchange between Dodd and Sen. Jesse Helms (R- N.C.), who said the presidents
of El Salvador and Guatemala had specifically said they did not intend to ask for F-5's. The 10
Democrats voted for the recommendation to cancel the sale, while the panel's nine Republicans
voted for the sale. On June 4 the House Subcommittee on Western Hemisphere Affairs defeated
a resolution that would have prohibited the sale of 12 F-5 fighter jets to Honduras. The vote was
surprising in that observers predicted it would go on party lines. Most of the eight Democrats on
the panel had previously voiced objections to the sale on the basis that it would upgrade Honduran
military capability and thereby escalate the arms race in Central America. The five Republicans
had sided with administration officials who argued that the sale was intended to replace aging
supersonic fighters Honduras now possesses that were central to maintaining the balance of military
power in the region. However, the vote on June 4 was six to six. One Democrat, Rep. Jaime Fuster of
Puerto Rico was absent, and Rep. Stephen Solarz of New York voted with the Republicans. Since a
majority was needed for passage, the resolution failed. Even though the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee on June 2 approved a similar resolution against the sale, it will have no effect since
both the House and the Senate must pass resolutions of disapproval before June 11. Sponsor of the
resolution, Rep. Sam Gejdenson of Connecticut, told reporters after the vote that the introduction
of another resolution in the House was not likely. He and other Democrats acknowledged that even
if both Houses passed resolutions disapproving the sale, opponents would not have the votes to
override a presidential veto considered inevitable. Gejdenson said, "I am disappointed because
this continues the dangerous process of ratchetting up the arms race in Central America. Nobody
will perceive this as a simple swap (of newer planes for older ones). No other country in Central
America has supersonic fighters. "I think we're heading down the road toward another Middle
East." Although the transaction is referred to as a sale, it would in fact be paid for by $75 million in
US military aid. Republicans argue that if Honduras could not obtain the planes from the United
States, it would attempt to purchase them elsewhere. Rep. Solarz said that although he did not
support the administration's overall policy in Central America, he nevertheless backed the sale of
the 12 jets as a means of maintaining Honduran defense capability. (Basic data from AP and Agence
France Presse, 06/02/87)
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